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CHAPTER I


TRAIL TOWN





The continuous rain had turned the streets of Clinton into a morass of brown mud. Outside the stores, the awnings constantly dripped water onto the already sodden boardwalks. Overhead, ominous dark clouds, sweeping in from the distant mountains, gave dire warning that the rain would continue unabated for some considerable time.


Axle-deep in the tenacious mud, the long line of covered wagons stood along the main street. There were nineteen in all, making this one of the largest trains to leave Clinton for more than three years. Others had set out in the past, some from Clinton and more from the various frontier towns.


How many of them had got through to where the trails west ended at the California border, no one knew. Many had perished on the way at the hands of warlike Indian tribes, outlaws and even natural catastrophes. Yet still they kept coming, hardy men and staunch, determined women, heading for the promised land and a better life.


Slipping and sliding helplessly, the men cursed as they struggled to get the horses and oxen between the shafts. Women and children, drenched to the skin, moved in and out of the various stores, carrying large sacks of provisions.


Standing just inside the doorway of his office, out of the teeming rain, Sheriff Sam Dexter ran a critical eye over the train. Over the past fifteen years he had seen these wagons come and go, heading for California. Inwardly, he wondered how many of them had succeeded in getting through.


Not many, he figured. Most of them would undoubtedly have been attacked by marauding Indians or were lost somewhere in the alkali flats fifty miles west of Clinton. Yet still they came, searching for gold, or just a better life than they’d had back east.


He chewed reflectively on the wad of tobacco, then glanced round swiftly at the sound of an approaching rider. He narrowed his eyes a little. The man who sat the large black stallion was also dressed in black.


Dexter’s keen gaze took in the twin Colts and the Winchester in the scabbard and felt a little warning tingle run along his spine. Immediately he had the other figured for a gunhawk or a lawman but there was no star on the man’s shirt.


Sliding easily from the saddle, the rider looped his mount’s reins over the rail and stepped up onto the boardwalk.


‘Guess you’re the sheriff here,’ he said. ‘Maybe you can help me.’


‘Depends,’ Dexter muttered shortly. ‘You lookin’ for somebody?’


The other gave a brief nod. Taking off his hat, he dashed the rain from the brim. ‘Can we talk inside? This ain’t the sort o’ weather to stand out here.’


Dexter hesitated. There was something about this man that worried him. The other didn’t look like the ordinary run of killers he’d come up against in the past but he felt certain the man facing him knew how to use the guns at his waist.


Spitting the wad of tobacco into the street, he stood on one side and motioned the other inside. Seating himself in the chair behind the desk, he motioned towards the other.


‘Mind tellin’ me your name, mister?’ he said finally. ‘I kinda like knowin’ who I’m talkin’ to.’


‘The name’s Calladine, Steve Calladine. I’m here lookin’ for my brother.’


‘Calladine.’ Dexter scratched his chin. It made a scratching sound, just audible against the rain hammering at the window. ‘The name’s familiar, but I don’t—’


‘He’s a Federal marshal. Last I heard from him, he was headed this way hopin’ to get the lowdown on someone named Cal Forden.’


A gust of expression flashed over the sheriff’s features. ‘Now I remember. He did ride into Clinton, three or four months back He didn’t wear a star, said he was workin’ undercover.’


‘You know what happened to him?’


‘Not much. I told him I couldn’t help him. There’s no one by the name o’ Forden in Clinton. All I know is he took the trail west.’


Steve glanced up, his eyes narrowed. ‘What’s out there? Any more towns like this where he might be?’


‘Not towns like this, mister.’ There was a note of sardonic amusement in the lawman’s voice. ‘Once you get across the border, twenty miles from here, you’re in outlaw and Indian country. There are a couple o’ towns along the trail west of here but they ain’t the sort o’ places I’d advise anyone to visit.’


‘Why not?’


Dexter uttered a short laugh. ‘Guess you don’t know much of this country, Mister Calladine. We got some kind o’ law and order here in Clinton. Forty miles or so west of here, you’ll reach Yellow Buttes and then there’s Calder Wells. There it’s the law of the gun. Start askin’ any awkward questions and you’ll catch a bullet quicker than you can blink.’


He rolled himself a cigarette, thrust it between his lips and lit it. ‘They’re both helltowns. Any wagon trails leavin’ here for the west steer well clear of ’em. Even then I’ve heard of some trains that never got to wherever they were goin’. If your brother went to Yellow Buttes or Calder Wells as an undercover Federal marshal, I’d say he’ll be damned lucky if he’s still alive.’


Calladine gave a terse nod. ‘You know, Sheriff, that’s just what I’ve been thinkin’.’ There was a hard set to his jaw that the other noticed at once.


‘Guess I know how you’re feeling but if I were you, I’d steer clear of those places. You’ll only be headin’ into big trouble if you don’t.’


Steve pushed back the chair and got to his feet. ‘Thanks for the advice, Sheriff.’ Moving to the door, he paused and glanced back. ‘That wagon train out there. You got any idea if they’ll be passing close to—?’


Dexter interrupted him sharply. ‘Pretty close, I reckon, but I know Hap Disforth, the wagon-master, and he don’t like solitary strangers travelling with him, particularly anyone who has the look of a gunfighter about him.’


‘Guess I’ll have a word with him anyway,’ Steve said. Thrusting open the door, he stepped outside into the rain.




 





While the stores were being loaded into the wagons, Hap Disforth rode slowly along the train, checking that everything was going smoothly and it would be possible to move out before dark. He was a tall man, his piercing grey eyes above the sharp nose and black moustache taking in every little detail. It was his responsibility to ensure that nothing was left; that as far as possible, everyone knew what lay ahead of them.


He had no illusions about the journey that faced them. Once they left Clinton, the land they entered was sparsely populated, a lawless country where for everybody it was a question of struggling to survive against a hard, bitter nature that wanted nothing of men.


Added to this, there were bands of marauding Indians and outlaws with the habits of prairie wolves, men who preyed on the wagon trains driving west. He reined his mount at the front of the train. Here, the four horses were already in the traces, pawing the sticky ground nervously as if anxious to be away.


‘You got everything on board, Herb?’ he asked.


‘Reckon so.’ Herb Wisley gave a nod of affirmation. He pulled his leather jerkin more tightly about his shoulders. ‘Hell, but I’ll be glad to get out o’ this goddamn rain.’


He threw a quick glance into the rear of the wagon where a woman and two small children were seated. Grimly, he said, ‘Anywhere would be better than this.’


Hap shook his head. ‘Once we hit the Badlands, you’ll all be prayin’ for rain.’


‘That bad?’


‘Reckon you’ll find out once we get there. Those flats are nothin’ but white alkali for scores o’ miles under a sun hotter than the hinges o’ hell.’


‘You done this before?’ Wisley queried.


‘Twice, and believe me, it ain’t easy,’ muttered the other. ‘It’s well over a thousand miles from here to the California border and there’s danger every mile o’ the way. I just hope you and the others back there know what’s in front of you.’


‘We know it ain’t goin’ to be easy,’ Wisley replied. ‘But there’s nothin’ here for us. Martha and me talked it over for some time before we decided to head out west with the kids.’


‘Guess everyone has a dream.’ Hap made to say something more, then turned his head quickly at the sound of the approaching rider.


He eyed the man apprehensively, noting the Colts carried low at the waist in well-oiled holsters. His first impression was the same as the sheriff’s – this man was either a gunfighter or a lawman.


The other reined up a couple of feet away. ‘You Disforth, the wagon-master?’ Calladine asked, his voice deceptively quiet.


Disforth gave a stiff nod. ‘That’s right, mister. I’m takin’ this train all the way to California.’


‘You got room for one more?’


Hap narrowed his eyes, suspicion on his bluff features. ‘I don’t take on loners,’ he replied sharply. ‘Especially men I know nothin’ about. You on the run from the law?’


‘If I was on the run from the law, I’d ride straight on and keep goin’. But I’ve got business in Yellow Buttes and Calder Wells.’


Disforth’s suspicion mounted rapidly. ‘Calder Wells! That’s some seventy miles west from here. A frontier helltown if there ever was one.’


Herb leaned sideways a little, running the reins through his fingers. ‘Just who are you, mister?’ he asked thinly. ‘Reckon if we were to take you along with us, we should know somethin’ about you.’


‘The name’s Steve Calladine. I don’t know much about this country but I’ve heard there are Cherokee and Apache in these parts and I figure you could use an extra gun if you’re hopin’ to cross it.’


‘I’m well aware of what lies out there,’ Disforth snapped. ‘But you seem like a man used to ridin’ a lonely trail. Why would you want to take up with us?’


Steve shrugged. ‘Sometimes a man likes company along the trail,’ he said thinly. ‘But suit yourself.’


Wheeling his mount, he made to ride away then stopped as the wagon-master called out, ‘All right, Calladine. It’s against my better judgement but I guess you can ride with the train. From what I see of you, I reckon you know how to use those guns.’


‘When I have to. When do you move out?’


‘Just as soon as the animals are hitched and the stores loaded on board.’


Touching his hand to his hat, Steve nodded and rode back towards the end of the train, head lowered against the slashing rain.


Hap watched him go, then turned to face Wisley. ‘Can’t say I like the look of him,’ he remarked. ‘He’s got the look of a killer about him.’


‘Ain’t there been some talk o’ gold being found out west? Could be that’s what he’s a-lookin’ for.’


Disforth shook his head emphatically. ‘He’s no prospector. If it’s gold he wants, it’s more likely he’ll rob some bank or stage. I figure it would be wise to keep an eye on him while he’s ridin’ with us.’


An hour later, with the horses and oxen straining against the clinging mud, the train moved out of Clinton. In a loose line they set out across the grassland, the wagons swaying precariously as they hit the rocky, uneven trail.


At the rear, Steve rode in silence, knowing that most of the folk in the train were already suspicious of the stranger riding with them, wondering who he was, why he was there.


Circling the wagons, Disforth dropped back until he was riding alongside him.


‘All right, Calladine,’ he said tautly. ‘Now suppose you tell me what’s so important about gettin’ to Yellow Buttes and Calder Wells.’ There were taut lines etched across the wagon-master’s face. ‘Tell me if I’m wrong, but my guess is that you’re out for revenge. Nobody who’s right in the head would ride all of the way to those helltowns for nothin’.’


Steve pressed his lips tightly together, then said harshly, ‘Last I heard from my brother, he was headin’ this way on the trail of some hombre named Forden. That was some three months ago. I’ve heard nothin’ since.’


‘You think he’s been killed?’


‘I don’t think. From what I’ve heard, I’m damned sure he has. If that’s the case, I intend to find out who killed him and hunt the critter down if it’s the last thing I do.’


‘From what I know o’ those places, it probably will be the last thing you do,’ Hap retorted grimly. ‘Those towns are a nest o’ snakes of the worst kind; crooked gamblers, rustlers, gunhawks, killers on the run. You name it and you’ll find it there. There ain’t no law and order, probably never will be.’


‘You know anythin’ of those towns?’ Steve asked, suddenly interested.


‘Been to Calder Wells once and that was one time too many. Lucky to get out with a whole skin.’


He eyed Steve speculatively for a long moment, then went on, ‘Guess it’s none o’ my business but if your brother’s dead, nothin’ you can do will bring him back. You won’t have a chance o’ finding his killer. Nobody will talk. Best thing you can do is stick with the train and head on west with us.’


‘Afraid that’s somethin’ I can’t do,’ Steve said, his clenched teeth showing whitely in the faint light.


‘No, I guess not.’ The other waited for a moment and then, when Steve remained silent, he dug his spurs into his mount’s flanks and rode quickly along the snaking column.




 





They made camp where a long stand of trees bordered the trail. The rain had eased a little but with the coming of night a wind had got up, gusting from the south. Steve sat with his back against a tall tree, a short distance from the camp.


Fires had been lit and several of the women were preparing a meal. Nearby, the stallion grazed on the tall grass. There was some dried beef in his saddlebag and water in his canteen.


Getting to his feet, he moved towards his mount, then stopped abruptly at a soft sound behind him. Turning, he saw the girl standing hesitantly a few feet away. Tall and slim, he could just make out her features in the dimness, the long chestnut hair flowing over her shoulders. She held something in her hands.


‘I thought you might be hungry,’ she said in a low, husky voice. ‘I’ve brought you some stew.’


‘Thanks. That’s mighty kind of you, Miss—’


‘Ridgeway, Melanie Ridgeway.’ She eyed him with a frank, steady gaze as he seated himself on the grass, spooning the stew into his mouth. ‘You joined the wagon train back there in Clinton, didn’t you? We’d all been gathering there for more than three weeks and I’d never seen you before.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Are you travelling all the way to California with us?’


He shook his head. ‘I’m just ridin’ with the train as far as Yellow Buttes.’ After a brief pause he added, ‘If I don’t find what I’m lookin’ for there, I might catch up with you somewhere along the trail and then head for Calder Wells.’


Melanie gave him a shrewd glance. ‘You must be looking for something really important to go to all that trouble.’


‘Guess I am.’ After a short silence he asked, ‘Are you travellin’ alone?’


‘No. My father’s back there near the wagon. My mother died two years ago and he couldn’t stay. Too many memories, I guess.’


‘If you make it, I reckon you’ll find California a little different from back east. It’s a whole new country.’


‘They say there are plenty of opportunities for anyone wanting to settle there.’


‘Sure. But there’ll be plenty o’ folk hopin’ to get rich quick and some of ’em won’t mind how they do it.’


Handing the empty bowl back to her, he nodded his thanks. After a moment, she left and he watched her dim shape walking back to one of the nearer wagons.


Rolling himself into his blankets, he lay on his back staring up at the sky. They were still close enough to Clinton to be relatively safe from any danger. But that would not last for long. While in town, he had asked a few questions waiting for the wagon train to move out.


From what he had learned, it seemed that a number of attacks had been made on the town. Bands of Indians had hit the outskirts in the not too distant past. Now, he wondered if the wagon-master, or any of the others, had discovered this disturbing fact for themselves. Somehow he doubted it, but soon they would be heading into Indian territory and that was where the trouble would start.




 





Mid-morning, two days later, found the train labouring across rugged, treacherous terrain. The rain had stopped the previous afternoon and the sky was clear and blue all the way to the horizon. Half an hour earlier they had entered a long decline and now the animals were finding it difficult to haul the heavy wagons along the rocky trail.


Tall bluffs rose on one side and, in places, the men were forced to get down and help pull the wheels free of deep ruts. Riding forward, Steve found Disforth near the front of the column. The wagon-master had dismounted and, with the driver, was straining to dislodge one of the wheels where it had caught against a large boulder.


Disforth glanced up sharply as Steve said, ‘Guess I’ll ride on ahead and scout out the territory.’


Disforth nodded his acquiescence but said nothing.


Touching spurs to the stallion’s flanks, Steve put the horse into a brisk gallop. The high bluff extended for a further mile and then ended sharply as if cut off by a knife. The sparse grass also stopped at almost the same place.


Up ahead was rough, open country where it was almost impossible to make out any trail. The sun was now climbing towards its zenith and it beat down in scorching waves on his back and shoulders.


Sitting easily in the saddle, he built a smoke, inhaling deeply as he scanned the terrain all around him, his keen gaze searching for any sign of movement. Away to his left, perhaps three miles distant, was a large escarpment thrusting out of the mesa like a hog’s back. Further to the west were other ridges, black with shadow.


Carefully, he swept his gaze over them, then stiffened. Narrowing his eyes against the sunglare, he made out the smoke. It showed just above the centre of the escarpment, white against the washed-out blue of the sky and, swinging his gaze westward, he picked out a second signal some distance ahead.


Pulling hard on the reins, he wheeled his mount and rode back. By the time he reached the train it had edged out of the rocky defile into the open. Disforth was riding a short distance in front.


‘There’s trouble ahead,’ Steve called.


‘What sort o’ trouble?’ Hap asked tersely.


‘Indians. I’ve just seen their smoke. Reckon they know you’re here.’ He pointed to a spot almost half a mile ahead. ‘Better get everyone ready and out yonder.’


Without asking any questions, Hap rode back along the column, urging them forward. Not until the last wagon was well clear of the rocks did they halt.


‘You got any idea how many Indians there are?’ Disforth queried. He turned his head slowly to take in all of the seeable view. ‘I don’t see any smoke now.’


‘It was there all right. No mistakin’ it. I’m fairly sure they’ve split their force into two groups. If there are enough of ’em they’ll attack soon. If not, they may wait until we’re closer to those hills yonder and hit us from two sides.’


Hap ran a finger down the side of his nose. ‘I’d say they’ll prefer the latter. Those rocks yonder will give ’em plenty of cover. I say we stay here where we can see ’em coming for miles.’


‘Then set the wagons in a big circle yonder. If they do mean to attack, it’s best we force ’em to do it on ground of our choosin’, not theirs.’


Fortunately, before setting out from Clinton, all of the drivers had been primed on what to do in the event of an attack, whether from Indians or outlaws. Five minutes later, they were all in position with everyone inside the circle of cover provided by the wagons.


With the women and children inside, under canvas, the men waited around the perimeter, rifles and revolvers ready in their hands. Eyeing them critically, Steve wondered how many of them were adept in the use of these weapons. Not many, he reflected.


He glanced up at the man a few feet away. Like himself, the other was dressed in black and from his collar, Steve guessed he was a preacher. Feeling Steve’s gaze on him, the other turned. ‘You really think these Indians will attack us?’ he asked uncertainly.


‘It’s hard to say, Reverend,’ Steve replied. ‘But out here you have to be prepared for anythin’.’


‘But it isn’t as if we’re going to take any of their land,’ the other protested. ‘All we want to do is cross it and then leave them in peace.’


‘Evidently you know nothin’ of these critters. There are two things they want from these wagons, rifles and whiskey. Sometimes you can buy ’em off by giving them whiskey but that’s a double-edged sword. They might just leave you alone if you hand it to ’em. But then, once they get themselves drunk on that firewater, they’ll just as readily slaughter everyone on the train. The only thing that will save our skins is this.’


He held up the Winchester he had taken from his saddle. ‘Do you have a gun, Reverend?’


‘I’m afraid that in my line of work, I find such weapons unnecessary.’


‘Then I guess you’d better get back inside that wagon and lie flat on the floor because these savages don’t believe in your God.’ He glanced swiftly to his right. ‘And it looks as though we’re in for a fight.’


Along the rugged top of the escarpment, a long line of dark figures was just visible. From what he could see, he reckoned there were about a score of them. A moment later, the Indians put their ponies to the steep downgrade, descending in an obscuring cloud of dust, which temporarily hid them from view.


Glancing round to his right, he saw that he had not been mistaken in his earlier surmise. A second group was riding swiftly from the west, converging on the train.


‘Everybody get down!’ Disforth’s hard, authoritative voice shouted the order from the far side of the circle. ‘And make every shot count. If we can take out most of ’em, there’s a chance the rest will scatter.’


A shot rang out from somewhere close by. It was answered by Disforth’s harsh yell. ‘Hold your fire, damn you, until they get closer. There ain’t any sense in wastin’ ammunition.’


As they came closer, Steve recognized the enemy as Cherokee. As far as their total numbers were concerned, it was difficult to make any accurate estimate but he guessed there were at least fifty altogether.


His gaze roved restlessly ahead of him, his finger bar straight on the trigger. As if at a given signal, the Cherokee divided into two groups while they were still some three hundred yards away. One bunch swept off to the left, whooping loudly. The other plunged straight for the train.


Gently, he squeezed the trigger. The Winchester slammed against his shoulder. With a sense of satisfaction, he saw one of the braves throw up his arms and pitch from the saddle. Swiftly, he aimed again and a second went down. Around the perimeter of the circle, the rest of the men were firing into the milling enemy.


A shower of arrows arced downward. Several embedded themselves in the canvas of the wagons and a short distance away, one of the defenders fell back with a loud cry of agony, clutching his right shoulder where an arrow had penetrated.


More of the attacking Cherokee tumbled into the dust as a second volley of gunfire tore into them. The others had now completely encircled the wagon train, racing their ponies in a wide ring.


Two fire arrows passed over Steve’s head. One struck the ground a couple of feet behind his outstretched legs, extinguishing itself immediately. The second, however, hit the canvas cover of the nearby wagon. Flames took hold instantly but within seconds, two of the women clambered down, hauling two water buckets from the side and throwing the contents onto the fire.


Not taking time to reload the rifle, Steve pulled the Colts from their holsters. Even as he did so, one of the attackers suddenly swerved his mount, coming straight for him. Instinctively, he rolled over onto his side as the palomino leapt over the shafts and landed within inches of his legs.


The brave slid off his mount and was on his feet a moment later. The tomahawk in his hand came swinging down towards Steve’s head. There was no time to move away.


Desperately, he tried to bring up his guns, knowing there was no chance of hitting the other before the brightly gleaming blade descended.


Then, without warning, the Cherokee lurched sideways. His back arched as the tomahawk fell from his nerveless fingers, thudding into the ground close to Steve’s arm. The Indian’s eyes went wide with shock as he swayed for a few moments before crashing against the wagon wheel. A trickle of blood oozed from the corner of his slackly open mouth.


Steve’s first impression was that the preacher had, somehow, overcome his natural repugnance for killing. Then he saw Melanie Ridgeway standing a few feet away holding a smoking Colt in her hand. She lowered the weapon slowly, shaking slightly, and there was an expression in her eyes Steve couldn’t analyse.


‘Thanks,’ he said hoarsely. ‘I guess you saved my life. Now get down. They ain’t finished with us yet.’


Hesitating for only an instant, she went down onto her knees beside him, crouching down as more arrows thudded among the wagons.


‘I shot him, didn’t I?’ There was a slight tremor in her voice. ‘I killed him.’


‘It’s lucky for me that you did. Another second and it would’ve been me lying there. I know how you feel but he won’t be the last before you reach the end o’ this trail.’


Five minutes later, the band of Cherokee withdrew, halting their mounts out of gunshot range. Around the circle of wagons at least a score of bodies lay strewn on the rocks.


‘Why have they stopped?’ Melanie asked tautly.


Thrusting more shells into the Winchester, Steve said grimly, ‘They’re countin’ their losses. That first attack was just to test our defences. Now they know we can give a good account of ourselves, they may decide to withdraw.’


‘Do you think they’ll attack again?’


‘It’s possible, I reckon. Depends on their chief and how much they want what we’ve got in the wagons. They may decide to wait until dark and then try a sneak attack. They know we can’t stay here forever.’


Disforth came walking over. ‘We’ve beaten them off for the time bein’,’ he grated. ‘Could be they’ll think twice before attackin’ us again.’


‘What about our casualties?’ Steve asked.


‘Guess we were fortunate. Two men wounded but I figure they’ll live.’


He threw a hard glance at the girl. ‘What the hell are you doin’ here?’ he demanded roughly. ‘I gave orders that all the women were to stay inside the wagons. Do you want to get yourself killed?’


Before Melanie could make any reply, Steve butted in. ‘Hold hard there, Hap. I wouldn’t be alive if it hadn’t been for her.’ He jerked a thumb towards the dead Cherokee.


‘It was still a damnfool thing to do,’ said the other grudgingly. ‘This ain’t women’s work.’


Jerking up his head from his scrutiny of the dead brave, he said, ‘It looks as though they’ve had enough. They’re pullin’ out.’


Lifting himself cautiously, Steve peered into the sun-hazed distance. It seemed that what the other said was true. The Cherokee had turned their ponies and were heading back in the direction of the escarpment. Breathing a sigh of relief, he stood up and held out his hand to help Melanie to her feet.




 





With the moon almost full and a clear, starlit night, there was sufficient light for Steve to make out details all around the camp. Disforth had decided they should remain where they were throughout the day and settle there for the night.


There had been no further sign of the Cherokee during the remainder of the day. With the heat lying over the plain like the inside of an oven they had remained alert, lying in any shade they could find. Now, with the coming of darkness, a coolness spread over the plain.


Disforth seemed to have lost most of his earlier suspicion of Steve and, an hour before, they had settled on setting a watch throughout the night. Four of them were in position to keep constant watch in every direction. Now Steve sat with his shoulders against one of the wheels and listened to the deep, eternal silence of the night.


For a moment, the image of Melanie Ridgeway standing there with the Colt in her hand, popped into his mind. Then he drew himself together and pushed it savagely into the background of his thoughts. That was something he didn’t dare to think about.


Other matters crowded to the forefront of his mind, blotting out everything else. Sometime, somewhere, he would come face to face with the man he was now sure had killed his brother. Whether in Yellow Buttes or Calder Wells or some other frontier town along the border, that moment would come. Only then, when that man lay dead at his feet, would he be free of this all-consuming desire for vengeance, which had been riding him every moment of the day and night.


One of the horses snickered. It was a soft sound in the distance but it brought him instantly alert, pulling his thoughts back to the present. Very slowly, he drew himself upright. Somewhere in the distance, new sounds lifted to disturb the clinging stillness. For a moment, he thought they were just the noises of nocturnal animals. Then tension gripped him as he realized they were more probably the Cherokee signalling among themselves, calling to each other.


As silently as a cat, he lowered himself onto his stomach and eased himself beneath the wagon. Straining his vision, he pushed his sight into the moonlit dimness, trying to make out any movement among the long shadows.


For a full five minutes, he saw nothing. Everything was quiet, too quiet. Then, slightly to his left, a shadow glided smoothly into a narrow defile. A moment later, a second slid behind a large boulder.


Easing the Winchester forward, he sighted on the boulder, waiting tensely, his finger hard on the trigger. Several seconds went by with an agonizing slowness. Then the Cherokee brave suddenly launched himself into the open, heading for the wagons.


Squeezing the trigger, he saw the other abruptly twist in midair, jerk as if he had slammed into an invisible wall. The heavy slug hurled him sideways. Simultaneously, other shots rang out, shattering the silence into screaming fragments.


As if his shot had been a signal, more of the Cherokee rose from the rocks, running forward, seemingly oblivious of the lead pouring into them. A dark shape suddenly materialized in front of Steve, leaping out of the darkness. The moonlight glinted briefly on the drawn knife in the other’s right hand.


Wheeling sharply, somehow heaving himself to his feet, Steve threw himself at the other, the Winchester hard across the Cherokee’s throat. Thrusting down, ignoring the brave’s struggles, he increased the pressure. His adversary’s eyes bulged from their sockets. A rasping whistle emerged from his throat as he tried to draw air into his heaving lungs. Slowly, his struggles became more feeble until, with a throaty rattle, his entire body went limp.


Straightening with an effort, Steve saw that the battle was almost over. The gunshots had roused everyone in the camp and by the time their combined fire ceased, more than a dozen dead Indians lay sprawled on the rocks. Barely half a dozen managed to melt away into the night.
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